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The purpose of this thesis is to show that humanism exists in the
poetry of Robert Frost. First, a brief summary of the poet's life will
be given. The study includes a working definition of the term humanism.
It also includes selected poems that illustrate humanistic elements.
The thesis also treats Frost's reputation as a humanist.
In the past, many critics and scholars have written biographical
studies and have also written widely, either directly or indirectly, on
the major themes of Robert Frost. However, very few studies include
specific discussions of his humanism and how it is treated in his major
poetry. Thus, this study aims to broaden our view of humanism as it
exists in a vital group of Frost's poems.
The main sources of information have been the actual poetical works
of Robert Frost, but I have, of course, consulted articles and books
written by other critics that were pertinent to the study I have attempted
to present.
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Robert Frost is one of the most remarkable poets ever produced on
American soil. His works have been widely read by many, and he has come
to be acclaimed in print as the greatest American poet of his times.
Moreover, his works have been critically analyzed and appreciated to the
fullest, as well as read almost purely for pleasure.
"Inappropriate as it may appear for a poet so solidly identified
in the popular mind with New England, Robert Frost was born a continent
away from the green hills and fields of the Atlantic Seaboard."^ Frost
was born in San Francisco, California on March 26, 1874. His ancestors
were Scottish-English. His mother, Isabelle Moody Frost, was of a
Scottish seafaring family of Orkneyan origin. Her occupation was that of
school-teacher. Robert Frost's father, William Frost, Jr., was of English
descent. He was something of a drifter. He worked usually as a news¬
paperman, and sometimes squandered his wages in saloon and casino.
In 1876, Isabelle Frost fled from San Francisco and her improvident
husband for the first time. Taking two-year-old Robert with her, she
fled to William's parents in Lawrence. The elder Frost persuaded her to
return home. A few years later, William Frost died of tuberculosis at
thirty-four. After their father's death, Robert and his sister Jean were




brought to New England by their mother. In New England Isabelle Frost
had to find some way of supporting herself and her children, and immedi¬
ately began teaching in various schools in order to do this.
In 1892, Frost graduated from Lawrence High School, sharing the
valedictorian honors with a classmate, Elinor White. In September, at
eighteen, he entered Dartmouth College at Hanover, New Hampshire, but
remained there for only about seven weeks. Two years later, in 1895»
he married Elinor White, whom he had known in high school. In 1897 he
enrolled at Harvard, hoping to prepare for a career in teaching, but he
left after two years without a degree.
Frost's grandfather was disappointed with his erratic progress, so
he presented him with a farm in Derry, New Hampshire, on the condition
that he retain it for ten years. For Frost farming proved to be profit¬
less, so he supplemented his income by teaching school. First he taught
at the Pinkerton Academy in Derry, and later he taught psychology for a
year at New Hampshire State Normal School in Plymouth. During this time
he was writing poetry, but very little was printed.
As his thirties passed. Frost felt very positive that he would
dedicate himself to his art. Frost wanted very much to "establish him¬
self with an achievement that would sweep him beyond the rank of a minor
poet."^ In December, 1911» Frost wrote Miss Ward, a friend at the Normal
School, sending her a booklet of manuscript verse for her consideration.
He also told her that he felt it essential to break away from his home¬
land, from his friends and from his relatives. Consequently, when his
’ibid., p. 27.
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ten-year obligation regarding the farm was ended Frost sold his property,
and in 1912 he and his family left for England. Frost did not know any¬
one in England. He felt impelled to lose himself among strangers and to
write poetry without "further scandal" to friends or family.
While in England, now awaiting the appearance of A Boy's Will, his
first volume of poetry, during the winter of 1913» Frost was introduced
to Ezra Pound, who was then living in London. When the book was pub¬
lished, Pound offered to review it. When the book appeared in April,
Pound wrote an extended appreciation of the volume and sent it to his
friend, Harriet Monroe, who was then spearheading the poetry revival
in Chicago. Pound's review was printed in Poetry; A Magazine of Verse.
Pound obviously hoped to cultivate Frost as member of his Imagist group.
Frost, however, preferring to be his own man, resisted the blandishments
of Pound and Les Imagistes.^
After the first decade following his American debut. Frost apparent¬
ly felt more secure in his own position. One genuine rival remained,
however, T. S. Eliot. The poetry of Eliot and his followers could not
have resembled less the qualities for which the Imagists had gone to
battle and for which Frost was still poised. The natural, the simple,
and the idiomatic were rejected by Eliot in favor of a much more highly
intellectualized, euridite, esoteric verse. Eliot's poetic idiom was
that of the new poetry. For the new poetry, students were needed, not
readers. This was because of the use of symbols, the new and highly
abstract diction and the impressionism of the poetry. A new audience
^Ibid., p. 26.
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emerged. Frost's reputation with this new audience suffered. There was
evidently no challenge in his work. Eliot was of the immediate hour;
Frost seemed more than ever rooted in a bankrupt past. Eliot was the
converse of Frost.^
After the publication of A Boy's Wi11 in England in 1913> even more
encouragingly, in 1914, his second volume. North of Boston, was published
there. Frost returned to America in 1915 and discovered that American
editions of these volumes had been published. Frost continued to write.
Other volumes of his poetry continued to be published. In 1916 Mountain
Interval was published; in 1923» New Hampshire; in 1928, Westrunninq
Brook; in 1936, A Further Range; in 1942, A Witness Tree; in 1945* A
Masque of Reason; in 1947, Steeple Bush and A Masque of Mercy; in 1962,
In the Clearing.
Frost's public honors during his life time were many. They include;
four Pulitzer Prizes for Poetry (1924, 1931, 1937, and 1943); a number of
honorary degrees (including two from Oxford and Cambridge); membership in
the National Institute of Arts and Letters (1916) and in the American
Academy (1930); the Mark Twain Medal (1937) and the Emerson-Thoreau Medal
(1958); and formal felicitations from the United States Senate on his
seventy-fifth birthday and again on his eighty-fifth birthday. Frost
2
died in January, 1963.
"Hand in hand with the common opinion of Robert Frost as a regional
’ibid., p. 79, 80.
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Robert A. Greenberg and James G. Hepburn, eds. Robert Frost;
An Introduction (New York; Holt, Rinehart, Winston, 1961), pp. ix-x.
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poet, rather strictly limited to portraying the rural northeast, comes a
corollary opinion which holds that he is restricted in his handling of
major themes."^ Although this may be misleading statement, "when it comes
to the basic themes of human life, those universal experiences which a
poet evades only at the price of triviality, there is no shrinking on his
part".^
Frost is very concerned with the life of the individual in his
poetry. Frost's major themes include man and his relationship to God,
man and his relationship to the universe, man and his relationship to
himself, and man and his relationship to his fellow-man. Because of
Frost's concerns with man, his importance, his faculties, his affairs, and
well-being. Frost can be termed a humanist. This study will attempt to
treat humanism as it occurs in selected poems of Robert Frost. Chapter
One presents a working definition of the term humanism. This chapter
tells why Frost can be termed a humanist and, conversely, why he is not
a humanitarian. Chapter Two treats Frost as humanist. In this chapter,
selected poems are discussed and humanistic elements are pointed out in
these poems. Chapter Three treats Frost's reputation as humanist, and





FROST THE HUMANIST VS. FROST THE HUMANITARIAN
Humanism may be defined as any philosophy which recognizes the value
or dignity of man and makes him the measure of all things or somehow takes
human nature, its limits, or its interests as its themes.^ A humanist,
then, is one who studies or is versed in human nature, interests, or affairs.
Robert Frost may be termed a humanist because his poetry deals with human
beings. Frost's poetry treats man as the basis of all things. In all of
his themes, man is included. Even though Frost may recognize man's faults
and limitations, man still has importance and holds a very prominent place
in the heart of Frost. Man's existence in the world, his actions, atti¬
tudes, and well-being are what Frost is concerned with in his poetry. Be¬
cause of this. Frost cannot be termed a humanitarian. Frost is not inter¬
ested in the public welfare; he is passionately interested in the indi¬
vidual .
In the poetry of Robert Frost, the individual is stressed and is
treated with utmost importance. Frost uses the human being as his subject-
matter in most of his poems. The individual is viewed from several dif¬
ferent aspects. All of the characteristics of life and all of the events
of life are shown through the individual in Frost's poetry. Frost shows




the individual as he is being faced with all the things that life holds
for all individuals. In life, one is faced with hardships, troubles, and
misfortunes. On the other hand, life holds truth, beauty, and happiness.
Also, in life one must be able to be an individual and must learn to
accept and face the challenges that life holds for him. In addition,
man must learn to exist and to be in accord with his fellow-man. Man
and his relationship to other men lies at the heart of Robert Frost's
poetry.
"One of the qualities in man that Frost admires most is the courage
to be an individual."^ Frost is concerned with man's being an individual
in whatever situation he is faced with. Even though man may have essen¬
tially the same problems, even though his situation may be fundamentally
the same as the other man's, his situation is an individual one. Frost is
in favor of the man who can exist alone. In one of his poems, "Into Mine
2
Own," Frost "states his ideas on the courage to be alone in life."
One of my wishes is that those dark trees.
So old and firm they scarcely show the breeze.
Were not, as 'twere, the merest mask of gloom.
But stretched away into the edge of doom.
I should not be withheld but that some day
Into their vastness I should steal away.
Fearless of ever finding open land.
Or highway where the slow wheel pours sand.
I do not see why I should e'er turn back.
Or those should not set forth upon my track
To overtake me, who should miss me here
And long to know if still I held them dear.
They would not find me changed from him they knew—
Only more sure of all I thought I knew.3
^John Robert Doyle, The Poetry of Robert Frost; An Analysis (New
York: Hafner Publishing Company, Inc., 1965), pp. 227-228.
^Ibid.
3Edward G. Lathem, ed.. The Poetry of Robert Frost (New York: Holt,
Rinehart, Winston, 1966), p. 5-
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In this poem, Frost is admiring man for not fearing to be alone or to be
an individual. The person in the poem does not mind being alone, because
he does not want others to find him. Moreover, he does not want to turn
back. Being alone would not change him from the person he was; by being
alone, he can discover life, and all of the things he thought to be true
about life will be confirmed.
As Frost views individual man, he stresses the human being, because
he feels that the human being has importance. Although this may be true,
man still "remains single and alone with his fate."^ Whatever his situa¬
tion may be, man still must face it alone. It is up to the individual
himself to make the decision that he feels will be better for him. Then,
upon making that decision, the person must be enough of an individual to
stick to his decision. In "The Road Not Taken", a poem from Mountain
Interval, Frost "pursues the theme of choosing a direction in life and
2
holding to the course."
Two roads diverged in a yellow wood.
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood
And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth;
I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by.





In this poem, the choice was one of independence. The speaker chose "the
one less traveled by."^ In another of Frost's poems, "A Hundred Collars,"
Frost shows an individual who thinks on his own and lives his own life.
Still another, "The Black Cottage," is a study in independent and tranquil
holding to one's position and in careful thinking. Another character,
Baptiste in "The Ax-Helve," is courageous enough to face and stand
2
against the world on the basis of his own beliefs. Frost can be said to
be a non-conformist. "He refuses to be turned aside by every fad, swayed
by each new philosophy, influenced unduly by the climate of opinion of
3his day." Frost seems to be original in his thinking and action. Frost
says in "New Hampshire":
I refuse to adopt myself a mite
To any change from hot to cold, from wet
To dry, from poor to rich, or back again.^
These lines indicate the idea of independence and separateness, even though
to be independent and separate may not be the trend of the world.^ Frost
has written several passages which are strong on the idea of separateness,
of being alone and thinking on one's own:
I bid you to a one-man revolution—
The only revolution that is coming.









Don't join too many gangs. Join few if any.
Join the United States and join the family—
But not much in between unless a college.
... I agree with you
We're not separate. And going home ^
From company means coming to our senses.
rost's plea is to remain individual, to listen to the other man, but
2
hen to pause and consider.
The world that Frost lives in remains a world where the odds are
tacked high against the individual. In this world, forces press so hard
igainst the individual that it seems to him that he is destined to defeat
3
rom the start. Nonetheless, there are two possibilities in life. Life
olds the possibility of terror, on the one hand, and the potential for
eauty, on the other. To discover which it is for him, man must first
iducate himself. By educating himself man will learn his place among the
inal truths of existence. If he knows these verities for what they are,
4
le can work toward acceptance of them and his own lot.
In Frost's world, too, the individual is faced with hazards in life,
here is a spiritual strength in Frost's faith that the self-reliant
ndividual has the ability to meet the hazards of the world. Equally,
here are perils that the individual must face in spite of this strength.
^Lathem, pp. 324-325.
^Doyle, p. 229.





There are several poems of Frost's that bring out this point. In his
"Trial by Existence," "the intrepid souls who choose to be born into the
world know that it is a place of torment;"^ in that knowledge lies
strength. Knowing that he will be faced with torture, the individual
will be better prepared to face life. He knows that he will have to be
strong in order to survive. In another poem, "The Bonfire," "Frost tells
the story of the fire out of control with hints of war and holocaust; yet
2
the speaker lights a bonfire again in the cause of celebration."
In Frost, there is the individual who is faced with unavoidable
realities in life. In fact, "Frost's poems are studded with individuals
3who accept the inevitable or who resist it." Sometimes, the novice or
those "who are in the act of learning" are singled out. For instance,
the little girl in "Wild Grapes" responds to her brother's guardianship,
but she is not yet able to act upon his advice. She clutches the branch,
4
and he advises her "to let go."
"Don't you know anything, you girl? Let go!"
But I, with something of the body grip
Acquired ancestrally in just such trees
When wilder mothers than our wildest now
Hung babies out on branches by the hands
To dry or wash tan, I don't know which
(You'll have to ask an evolutionist)
I held on uncomplainingly for life.5
^Arthur M. Sampley, "The Tensions of Robert Frost," The South






Life for her is very difficult. And life will continue to be difficult
for her until she acquires the ability to release her human hold on
transitory things.^ In this poem, the individual resists the inevitable.
In "A Wishing Well," man's wishes and his acceptance are dealt with. In
2
the poem, the individual accepts the world and then adds a wish:
"If but it were," he said, said he,
"And one thing more that may not be.
This world were good enough for me."
I quote him verbatim.
Some quaint dissatisfaction ate him.
I would give anything to learn
The one thing more of his concern.^
Frost has an honest belief in the other man, and he has written
4
about his importance extensively in his poetry. In his poetry. Frost
"gives extended attention to the sorrows and misfortunes of others,"^
although Frost's poems seem to be very optimistic. For example, in "The
Hill Wife" the woman has nothing to fill the emptiness of her isolation,
so she snaps under the gradual tension of a rigid environment. First she
feared darkness. Then came imaginary plots against her life. The tree
outside her window was trying to undo the latch; her sleep was torn by
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and 'A Wishing Well'," American
1962): 371.
13
The instability of the world effects the individual greatly. Be¬
cause of the instability of the world, the individual sees nothing but
failure. The question may be asked, "In a world of blackness and chaos,
wars and rumors of wars, what form may be given to the individual life to
redeem it from a sense of futility and failure?"^ In order to save life
from tragedy. Frost begins by considering and including all the hindrances,
confusions, negations, sorrows. The individual must change these liabili¬
ties into assets if he wants to give shape and meaning to his own life.
It is not enough to hope; the individual must put this hope into action
2
in order to get comfort and satisfying results.
To Frost, happiness in life is not so important as aspiring towards
effort and accomplishment, for "very deep in Robert Frost is the belief
that man's goals should be effort and accomplishment, not happiness. The
following lines from "New Hampshire" show clearly that the poet does not
3
expect much happiness from life:"
I make a virtue of my suffering
From nearly everything that goes on round me.
In other words, I know wherever I am,
I shall not lack for pain to keep me awake.
Kit Marlowe taught me how to say my prayers:
Why, this is Hell, nor am I out of it.^
Frost does not believe that happiness should be the goal of an individual.







those who have happiness as a goal are going to find disappointment."
Man must work and accept whatever comes to him. Man must not be overcome
by disappointments. He must live up to the promise that he has made
2
himself that "accomplishment is the goal in life."
Further, Frost's beliefs that life demands constant effort is shown
by the very large number of work poems he has written. One of the poems
in his first book, "Mowing," says, "The fact (of the work itself) is the
sweetest dream that labor knows." Frost also has one of his characters
say of his work in another poem, "It's business, but I can't say it's not
fun."^
Frost believes that the individual has power over life. "Though
Frost believes that life and pain are almost synonymous, he in general
4
believes that it is possible for man to conquer life." Conquering life
requires much effort. Sometimes, though, it may be that the individual
is not clear as to the achievement to which his effort is leading.^ Frost
shows that life demands continuous effort in several of his poems. "A
Leaf Treader" is an example. The poem speaks of autumn, of old age and
of courage. The first stanza is the autumn poem:
I have been treading on leaves all day until
I am autumn tired.
God knows all the color and form of leaves







Perhaps I have put forth too much strength
And been too fierce from fear.
I have safely trodden underfoot the leaves
of another year.l
This stanza was of work, of great accomplishment, of great effort. The
individual has expended much strength and fierce effort, but all ends in
safety for him. The second stanza is the old age and death portion of
the poem.^
All summer long they were overhead, more lifted
up than I.
To come to their final resting place in earth they had
to pass me by.
All summer long I thought I heard them threatening
under their breath.
And when they came it seemed with a will to
carry me with them to death.3
The leaves return to the earth, after being exalted naturally. All will
end there. Man is now "more lifted up" than the leaves. Although this is
4
true, "he will rest with them some day, though not yet." The third
stanza is the stanza of courage:
They spoke to the fugitive in my heart as if it were
leaf to leaf.
They tapped at my eyelids and touched my lips
with an invitation to grief.
But it was no reason I had to go because they
had to go.
Now up to my knee to keep on top of another
year of snow.5











life.'" But the time has not yet come. The man must continue to fight.
The poems end with "eternal effort to keep on top of even the natural
things life has to offer.
Although Robert Frost has written on many subjects, his central
theme is humanity. His poetry has a liveliness about it because it ex-
2
presses living people. Robert Frost's poems are his people. "The most
significant single piece of evidence which can be used to prove Robert
Frost's belief in individual worth is to be found in the development of
the characters in North of Boston, but Frost's concern for everything
3that happens to people as individuals has continued throughout his life."
North of Boston shows a remote land in an era when prosperity was on
the decline. The people in this book do not know of the way of life of
mid-nineteenth-century Concord. These people are struggling with the
"elementary problems of existence" such as "holding a farm together, pay¬
ing off a mortgage, dragging through the routine of the daily chores, and
at the same time not breaking under the strain of anxiety, isolation and
4
overwork." Abnormal people do, however, exist in North of Boston, un¬
balanced people like the overwrought mother in "Home Burial." This woman
is "cracking up" because of her grief over the death of her child. Also,
there is "the common-law" wife in "The Fear." This woman "unconsciously
^Doyle, pp. 236-237.
2
Robert Frost's Poems, with an introduction and commentary by Louis
Untermeyer (New York: Washington Square Press, Inc., I960), p. 16.
^Doyle, pp. 202-203.
4
W. G. O'Donnell, "Robert Frost and New England: A Revaluation,"
Robert Frost: A Collection of Critical Essays. James M. Cox, ed. (New
Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1962), p. 50.
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disguises her desires as obsessions." The most hopeless of all is the
"ghastly lunatic" in "A Servant to Servants." This man makes life a
mockery for himself as well as his relatives. Certain phases of life
had gone wrong in certain sections of New England. In this poem, one can
discover these things. Because of the hard work and stony soil, nervous
prostration had come about instead of heroic attitudes toward the chal¬
lenges of a difficult situation. The code of values that the older age
had adhered to had deteriorated because the people of the present age
tried to maintain a false self-respect, and the disaster of insanity seemed
alarmingly prevalent in the land. Frost believed that there was something
in the land and that there was something about the way of life that caused
2
such diseased minds.
Even though there seemed to be abnormal people in North of Boston,
Frost also portrayed normal people as well. The neighbors of the unfortu¬
nate people he portrayed well and vividly, and there were "sound people
3
who tipped the scales back in favor of normality." There are the farmers
like the one in "The Death of the Hired Man" who discovers the meaning of
home and "learns that everyone needs at least one place of refuge where
4
the demands of strict justice are tempered by a spirit of charity."
There exists in Robert Frost a deep, clear, love of nature. However,






from poem to poem. There is an absence in Frost of a prescription to
follow nature. This in part accounts for the changeableness of the term
nature.^ Some of Frost's poems about nature deal with human suffering.
In these poems one can see clearly "how the contrast between man and
2
nature enables Frost to deal with human life." Frost has a tendency,
however, not to make "explicit statements of a theory of nature, or of
man's relationship with it. But one primary error, according to Frost's
set of values, is to go against nature or natural processes. When man
3does this, he does it at his own peril," but not because it was suggested
to him by reading and studying Frost's poetry.
Though Frost does not tend to theorize about man's relationship to
nature, he does "see in nature a symbol of man's relationship to the
4
world." Although Frost may write about such things in nature as a
forest or a wildflower, his real subject is humanity. Although "the
remoteness of nature may reveal the tragedy of man's isolation and his
weakness in the face of vast, impersonal forces, nature also serves to
glorify man by showing the superiority of the human consciousness to brute
nature. Therefore, nature becomes a means of portraying the heroic. There
is an ambiguity of feeling in Frost's view of nature. On the one hand,
it is to be feared as man's cruel taskmaster, scorned as insensible,
^George Nitchie, Human Values in the Poetry of Robert Frost
(North Carolina: Duke University Press, I960), p. 11.
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John F. Lynen, The Pastoral Art of Robert Frost (New Haven:






brutish, unthinking matter; on the other hand, it is to be loved, not
because it has any secret sympathy for man, but because it puts man to
the test and thus brings out his true greatness."^ These stanzas from
"To Earthward" indicate this:
When stiff and sore and scarred
I take away my hand
From leaning on it hard
In grass and sand.
The hurt is not enough:
I long for weight and strength
To feel the earth as rough
To all my length.^
Frost saw nature as a means by which man came to recognize his own
status in life. "As a strong advocate of individualism. Frost saw man as
3
learning from nature the zones of his own limitations." Within these
zones, man struggles to achieve whatever he desires with the talents that
have been given him, but in doing this, man must consider nature, the
world of others. For Frost believes that man's accomplishments are very
small if he considers only himself and is isolated from the individuals
around him. Frost believes that if man considers only himself in trying
to achieve, then he will eventually become egocentric, at the best. At
4
the worst, man will be led into lonely madness. Like the romantics.
Frost seems to believe that Man and Nature are the two "prime realities."









dramatic encounter. The poetic climax occurs in Frost as it occurs in
Whitman or Emerson. The climax comes when the human observer confronts
nature in isolation. The result of this confrontation is that the human
being discovers valuable qualities about himself as well as about the
world in which he lives. Frost's "Mending Wall" and "Stopping by Woods
on a Snowy Evening" are examples. In "Mending Wall" the speaker is shown
in the presence of a "shy and puckish" mother nature. From mother nature,
he learns a valuable lesson in how to live socially in the world with
others. "Stopping by Woods" repeats this pattern. In the poem, the
speaker contemplates the dark forest. Out of his contemplations, he
again becomes aware of the obligations he has to the society and to him-
self.^
Frost's position then, on the relationship of man to nature, is
basically the same that Emerson expresses in his essay "Fate." This
position states that man's mind gives him the ability to make use of and
to control nature. In his poem "Sand Dunes," Frost states that the shore
is eventually eaten away carelessly and fearfully by the ocean. Although
she may "change the position of sand dunes and even alter the shoreline
2
completely,"
She may know cove and cape
But she does not know mankind
If by any change of shape
She hopes to cut off mind.3
^Griffith Clark, "Frost and the American View of Nature," American
Quarterly 20 (Spring 1968): 21.
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Hyatt Howe Waggoner, "The Humanistic Idealism of Robert Frost,"




Nature and man are not synonymous in Frost. Nature is subordinate to
man. Although man can learn from nature, nature never possesses absolute
control over man's life. Man has his place and nature has its place.
Therefore, nature should be respected by man as man controls it.
A humanitarian may be defined as a person promoting human welfare
and social reform. In fact, the humanitarian takes an active interest in
promoting goodwill toward his fellow-man. The humanitarian holds a con¬
scious stake in the public welfare. Because of this, Robert Frost may
not be termed a humanitarian. Frost is well versed in human nature,
interests, and affairs. Frost's poetry speaks of these ideas. Frost
holds a personal interest in the individual, rather than in the society
as a whole. Also, Frost does not take an active interest in the promot¬
ing of human welfare. Frost only talks about the human situation in his
poetry. Frost points out man and his characteristics. Frost portrays
man's actions as he is faced with different situations. Frost deals with
man and his relationship to the world, which includes man and his rela¬
tionship to his fellow-man. Frost does not attempt in any way to form
organizations that will help to promote the welfare of man like the
humanitarian. Frost attempts to portray man as he actually exists in the
world.
In this relationship to society. Frost believes that an individual
must first develop inner strength and worth which "permits him to be
worthy of the society in which he lives.Pity, according to Frost,
must be eliminated. It has an effect on the "desired integrity of the
^Thompson, p. 125.
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individual."^ This pity is of two kinds: self-pity, which makes a person
dependent on society for assistance and sentimental humanitarianism. This
type of humanitarianism expresses itself in our social institutions—
schools, relief organizations, government. This pity of the humanitarians
"encourages the abandonment of that self-discipline and individual action
2
which is the basic unit of social strength." When a person depends on
society for assistance, his individuality is lessened. Man should be
free of societal demands. If he is free of societal demands, then he
is free to express himself in the manner in which he chooses. He can
take the action that he desires and the action that is in his power. This
way, he can discover himself.
Frost criticizes social institutions such as schools and colleges.
He believes that they are apt to force artificial concepts on the student
instead of encouraging the student to discover his own position and be¬
liefs as an individual. Students do not find in schools the truth which
makes them free. Instead, they get secondhand ideas and prejudices which
make them the captive subjects of their teachers. The humanitarian would
not criticize schools and colleges. He feels that they must exist in
order to help provide for the public welfare. If this happens, there will
be no opportunity left for free thinking on the individual's part. His
mind will become enslaved to the ideas of these organizations and insti¬
tutions.




is the expression of governmental power which decreases or diminishes the
rights of the individual.^ Governmental relief programs are examples.
They do not give the individual the opportunity to prove his individual
worth. The government performs the task of helping the individual out
2
of mercy. Frost believes that mercy should come second; justice, first.
Indeed, Frost would "intensify Lord Acton's apothegm and say that govern¬
ment is best which governs not at all, which makes no demands on our
3attention." When the government interferes with the individual con¬
sciousness, man becomes confused. He no longer has the ability to prove
his individual worth, which will eventually lead to isolation.
The key to Frost's outlook on the social is the metaphor of com-
4
munity relationship: neighborliness. The poets who have written poetry
of human love and fellowship had in mind a desire for a brotherhood of man
that the world had never attained. The expression of this desire was
over-idealistic. Recent poetry still clings to certain idealistic notions
of human brotherhood, but Frost is free from such notions. He has attained
his freedom by dealing with the facts of human nature in the immediate
neighborhood. Frost envisages the human spirit of neighborliness. The
spirit of neighborliness enables people to live together in small com¬
munities. These small communities represent the basal conditions of the
wider human brotherhood. In North of Boston, for example. Frost epitomizes,
^Thompson, pp. 215-216.
2lbid., pp. 219-220.
3Harold H. Watts, "Robert Frost and the Interrupted Dialogue,"
Robert Frost: A Collection of Critical Essays, James M. Cox, ed. (New




intuitively, the larger world and puts the ideal of human brotherhood
"through the drab test of actual local conditions."^
Critics of Robert Frost see him admiringly as the voice of New
England, a plain man speaking of homely things. They also see him as
the voice of common sense. They see him as basically non-contemporary,
since he does not deal with science and mechanization, or with the prob¬
lems that arise from these factors of society. Frost deals with country
2
folk and nature: birds, flowers and snowstorms. Emerson's convictions
that the individual is of paramount importance and that self-reliance is
important; his statement of the end for which democracy exists as a means
his attitude toward experience and scholarship and the relation of the
two; his insistence upon the reality of moral and spiritual values—all
this Frost found in Emerson, and he expresses this in his poetry.
^
G. R. Elliott, "The Neighborliness of Robert Frost," The Nation




HUMANISM IN SELECTED POEMS OF ROBERT FROST
Man and his relationship to his fellow-man lies at the heart of
Robert Frost's poetry.^ There is a number of poems in which Frost dis¬
cusses this relationship. In his poems, Frost discusses the idea of com¬
munication among men. In some cases Frost says that communication does
exist among men, while in other cases he says that there is a lack of such
communication. Frost also says that there is always a need for communi¬
cation, In some instances, men ask for communication with their fellow-
men. In addition to communication among men. Frost also speaks of the
brotherhood of men. Although this may be a humanitarian idea. Frost uses
it to indicate that men are not in accord with one another. Nevertheless,
in some cases Frost uses it to show that man does have concern for his
fellow-man. Moreover, Frost speaks of the barriers that separate man
from his fellow-man in his poetry. He says that men set up barriers
between them, and those barriers lead to a lack of communication. Also,
Frost speaks of man's hostility in his poetry. He speaks of man's hos¬
tility toward others and toward society. All in all, there are several
types of relations that exist between man and his fellow-man in the poetry
of Robert Frost.




there is a lack of communication, while in others Frost says that com¬
munication among men is inevitable. Throughout his poetry, Frost's
statement of man's relationship to man remains ambiguous.^ His poem "The
Tuft of Flowers" supplies an example. In the poem, the idea of apartness,
as well as togetherness, is illustrated.
In the poem, there are two workmen working together. One workman
is turning the grass to dry, after the other has mowed it in the early
morning. The dew has now evaporated and there is no sign of the earlier
man, not even the sound of his sharpening his scythe. His work is fin¬
ished, so the speaker thinks that he is alone. Suddenly, a butterfly
passes. It is confused by the change wrought by the mower. The butterfly
circles back and leads the speaker toward the tuft of flowers left by the
stream. The mower had left the tuft of flowers on purpose, not for the
speaker or the butterfly, but because he loved the flowers and because
he was in a good mood. The speaker was spiritually led to the mower.
They worked together and talked together spiritually, not physically.
First of all, there is an indication in the poem that men are
separated from one another:
And I must be, as he had been—alone,
"As all must be," I said within my heart,
"Whether they work together or apart."2
The generalization here is that all individuals must be alone spiritually,





idea does change. After the butterfly leads him to the tuft of flowers
left by the mower, a spiritual union between the speaker and the mower
takes place:
The butterfly and I had hit upon,
Nevertheless, a message from the dawn.
That made me hear the awakening birds
around.
And hear his long scythe whispering to
the ground.
And feel a spirit kindred to my own;
So that henceforth I worked no more alone;^
Even though the mower was not seen in person, the tuft of flowers had
caused the speaker to unite with him spiritually. The speaker and the
butterfly had hit upon "a message from the dawn" by discovering that tuft
of flowers left by the mower which made the speaker feel that he was in
communion with the mower:
But glad with him, I worked as with
his aid.
And weary, sought at noon with him the
shade;
And dreaming, as it were, held brother¬
ly speech
With one whose thought I had not hoped
to reach.2
The speaker had not thought that he would ever communicate with the mower,
because he had already finished his job and gone when he arrived on the
scene to begin his task.
In the poem, also, there is the idea that men are not isolated; they




this. It brings the speaker and the mower together. This indicates that
there is a spiritual union between men. In the end, the speaker changes
his notion that all men must be alone to the notion that:
"Men work together," I told him from
the heart, ^
"whether they work together or apart."
There is some communication among men at all times.
Thus, the poem poses two points of view: one, that man in his work
is alone; two, that man in his work is not alone. The second claim does
not supersede the first. Each has its place; there are two ways in which
man must be linked with other men. However, the poem does not explain
2
that belief fully. In the poem, the two statements are equal.
"In "Home Burial," Frost shows that there is a lack of communication
among men, even between husband and wife. As the poem opens, a woman is
coming down the stairway, looking behind her in fear; she hesitates, going
back and forth, making no progress. Her husband watches her, believing
her to be distressed, and asks her what her problem is. The problem seems
to be one that she has had for a long time, because he says that she al¬
ways sees something at the top of the stairs. She cannot answer, and
implies that her husband is a blind male and will never be able to ascer¬
tain or perceive the cause of her distress.
The husband ascends the stairs, looks out the window and realizes
that the small family burial plot is upsetting his wife. She forbids





He does not speak well, and asks her to help him so that he can discover
why their child's grave is so upsetting to her. Finally, she tells him
the cause of her resentment. As she watched out of the window as he dug
the child's grave, she was appalled that he dug so vigorously, as if he
were working on a hole in the ground and not digging the child's grave.
Even worse, he had discussed trivial farm matters with a neighbor, though
the child's death was still very recent. The woman accuses him of not
caring at all about the death of the child.
"Home Burial" is about the lack of communication between husband and
wife. As the husband is trying to communicate with his wife, he asks her
to remain in his company so that they may talk things out:
"Don't—don't go.
Don't carry it to someone else this time.
Tell me about it if it's something human.
Let me into your grief. I'm not so much
Unlike other folks as your standing there
Apart would make me out. Give me my chance."!
This shows that there is a lack of communication between the husband and
wife. It is very difficult for them to communicate. The woman and her
husband had not been communicating in the past. He asks her not to carry
it to someone else this time. The husband wants to share in her grief,
but she is making it almost impossible for him to do so.
The poem is also about the barriers that exist between male and
female. The woman is a sensitive female, a mother obsessively disturbed
over the death of her child, and resents even more her husband's supposed
callous attitude. He regrets the matter as deeply as she, but is unable
to express his grief. He tells her that he does not notice the graveyard
^Lathem, p. 53.
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because it has been there all the time:
"The wonder is I didn't see at once
I never noticed it from here before.
I must be wonted to it—that's the reason,"
The problem of the lack of communication is that he always seems to
offend her when he speaks:
"My words are nearly always an offense.
I don't know how to speak of anything
So as to please you. But I might be taught,
I should suppose. I can't say I see how,
A man must partly give up being a man
With womenfolk. We could have some arrangement
By which I'd bind myself to keep hands off
Anything special, you're a-mind to name.
Though I don't like such things 'twixt those that love
Two that don't love can't live together without them."2
Because he always seems to speak to her with offense, the husband wonders
if there could be some kind of agreement made so that she could let him
know when he is bringing up the wrong subjects. The man does not like the
idea that two people who love should be unable to discuss certain matters.
He insists that two people who love should be able to live together with¬
out such barriers; those who do not love are the ones who need them.
Frost's "A Servant to Servants" shows that there is a need for com¬
munication. The poem opens with a woman telling her auditors how glad she
is for them to come and camp on her husband's shore. She was very glad to
have some company living nearby. Then, the woman begins to talk to them
and tell them her problems. She has an illness that "absorbs her psychic
energies." She is unable to feel or respond or even communicate any more:^
llbid., p. 51.
^Lathem, pp. 52-53.
^Donald Jones, "Kindred Entanglements in Frost's 'A Servant to
Servants'," Papers on Language and Literature 2 (Spring 1966): 155.
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I can't express my feelings any more
Than I can raise my voice or want or lift
My hand (oh, I can lift it when I have to).
Did ever you feel so? I hope you never.
Its got so I don't even know for sure
Whether I am glad, sorry, or anything.
There's nothing but a voice-like left inside
That seems to tel 1 me how I ought to feel,
And would feel if I wasn't all gone wrong.1
The woman's husband, Len, feels that she has a physical illness that can
be cured by a doctor, but the woman knows that medicine will not do her
good:
I.
. . . .He thinks I'll be all right
With doctoring. But it's not medicine—
Lowe is the only doctor dared to say so—
It's rest I want—there, I have said it out—
From cooking meals for hungry tired men
And washing dishes after them—from doing
Things over that just won't stay done.^
Psychological conditions were a reality that had been a part of the woman's
family previously. Her uncle had suffered both physically and mentally
at home, and eventually died from his misery:
I have my fancies: It runs in the family.
My father's brother wasn't right. They kept him
Locked up for years back there at the old farm.
3
My father's brother he went mad quite young.
The woman feels that nothing will help her. She feels that her fate must
happen to her. The woman apparently has no children or friends whom she
can confide in. She is isolated from any community, and is virtually
L






The woman is lonely and wants companionship. She is isolated from the
rest of the world. The hired men pay no attention to her, and her husband
either refuses to listen to her or is simply unable to understand her
problem.^ The woman wants to be a part of the world; she does not want
to exist in isolation. The woman feels, though, that she will always be
in isolation. She has a need for companionship and a need to be able to
communicate with others:
. . . The worst that you can do
Is set me back a little more behind.
2
I shan't catch up in this world, any way.
In the last line of the poem, the woman asks for companionship; she needs
someone to communicate with:
I'd rather you'd not go unless you
must.^
In Frost's "A Time to Talk," the speaker takes advantage of the
opportunity to communicate. In the poem, there is a possibility that men
can work together and communicate with each other. Men are capable of
offering a friendly hand, as does the farmer in this poem. The farmer
recognizes from the gesture of the neighbor that he is asking for a com¬
panion to communicate with:
When a friend calls to me from the road
And slows his horse to a meaningful walk,
I don't stand still and look around
On all the hills I haven't hoed.
And shout from where I am, "What is it?"






I thrust my hoe in the mellow ground.
Blade end up and five feet tall,
And plod: I go up to the stone wall
For a friendly visit.^
The gesture made by the neighbor is that he slows his horse's pace and
calls to the speaker from the road. The speaker does not hesitate to
stop his work and to go up to the neighbor to see what he wants. The
speaker sees this as an opportunity for communication. Had the speaker
not taken time out to see what the neighbor wanted, a barrier would have
been erected between them. There would have been a lack of communication
between the men.
The neighbor had extended an invitation to the speaker. It showed
that he had a need. His need was that of companionship and communion.
The speaker accepted the invitation and responded to the need. Men must
respond to such invitations, to such needs. They must do this in order
to prevent barriers from being erected. Moreover, all men need companion¬
ship; they need to be in communion with one another. The world is full
of barriers between men, so when the opportunity comes men must do every¬
thing in their power to make friendship and prevent barriers. If the
farmer had not responded to the neighbor in the manner in which he did,
an unnecessary barrier would have been erected. Barriers must be avoided
in life.
Frost's poem "Good Hours" shows that man is searching for communica¬
tion from his fellow-man:
I had for my winter evening walk—
No one at all with whom to talk.
But I had the cottages in a row
Up to their shining eyes in snow.
^Ibid., p, 124.
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And I thought I had the folk within:
I had the sound of a violin;
I had a glimpse through curtain laces
Of youthful forms and faces.
I had such company outward bound,
I went till there were no cottages found.
I turned and repented, but coming back
I saw no window but that was black.
Over the snow my creaking feet
Disturbed the slumbering village street
Like the profanation, by your leave.
At ten o'clock of a winter eve.l
The speaker in the poem walks along the street on a cold, snowy
night with no one to talk to. He heard the people in the cottages that
he walked through, but the people failed to recognize him. He wanted their
company, apparently, but they failed to communicate with him. After the
man had passed through the village and there were no cottages in sight,
he "repented." He thought that he might be the one to blame because there
was no communication between him and the people of the village, so he
turned and went back through the village. This time the people had
closed him out completely by going to bed. This also lets the speaker
know that the people do not want to communicate with him. Frost says that
sometimes it is impossible to communicate with men.
Although the theme of brotherhood may be a humanitarian one. Frost
uses it effectively to point out humanism in his poetry. In his poem,
"Acquainted with the Night," the loneliness of man is portrayed. The man
identifies with the night:
I have been one acquainted with the night.
I have walked out in rain and back in rain.




I have looked down the saddest city lane.
I have passed by the watchman on his beat
And dropped my eyes, unwilling to explain.
■ I have stood still and stopped the sound of feet
When far away an interrupted cry
Came over houses from another street.
But not to call me back or say good-by;
And further still at an unearthly height
One luminary clock against the sky
Proclaimed the time was neither wrong nor right.
I have been one acquainted with the night.^
The loneliness in the poem is terrifying, because the man is lonely in
an urban area. This is indicated by the mention of the lights. Even
though he walks through the city, his sense of isolation still remains
overwhelming. He finds communication impossible. He passed by the watch¬
man and dropped his eyes, "unwilling to explain." The vague hint of city
violence even fails to move him. He glances at the clock, but the clock
merely underscores his desolation by proclaiming that "the time was neither
wrong nor right." The man's isolation is so deep that no companion and
no event can ease it. The poem tells us that the individual is an anony¬
mous face in the crowd. The masses increase his loneliness rather than
alleviate it. They do this by reminding him that he has importance to no
2
one but himself. This poem also comments on the brotherhood of man. It
shows that there is a lack of concern on man's part for one another.
"Stopping by Woods on A Snowy Evening" also shows that there is a
lack of brotherhood among men. The poem opens on a cold, snowy winter
evening. The principal characters are the speaker, a horse and a winter
^Ibid., p. 255.
2
Donald J. Greiner, "The Use of Irony in Robert Frost," South Atlan-
tic Bulletin 38 (May 1973): 54.
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night. There is no companion with the speaker; he is alone except his
horse. He stops by the woods of a neighbor who lives in the village; the
woods are filling up with snow, and the speaker wants to watch:
•
Whose woods these are I think I know.
His house is in the village though;
He will not see me stopping here
To watch his woods fill up with snow.
My little horse must think it queer
To stop without a farmhouse near
Between the woods and frozen 1ake
The darkest evening of the year.
He gives his harness bells a shake
To ask if there is some mistake.
The only other sound's the sweep
Of easy wind and downy flake.
The woods are lovely dark and deep,
But I have promises to keep.
And miles to go before I sleep.
And miles to go before I sleep.l
The poem is about the brief period of happiness which the speaker
feels when he stops to observe the falling snow. The speaker has stopped
for a brief period of happiness; then he must move on to the "promises"
2
he has to keep. Hauntingly, there appears the idea of loneliness in the
poem. This shows that men are not in accord with one another. They have
to turn to nature for happiness. The woods are "lovely, dark, and deep."
There, the speaker can discover himself. But he cannot stay, for he has
"promises to keep." This shows that men are obligated to other men, which
means that men do not really have the time to discover themselves.
"The Woodpile" shows man's inhumanity toward others. The poem
^Lathem, pp. 224-225.
2
Earl Wilcox, "Frost's Stopping by Woods on A Snowy Evening," The
Explicator 27 (September, 1968), Item 7.
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opens with the speaker walking in "frozen swamps one gray day" very far
from home. Suddenly a bird flew in his presence and
He was careful
To put a tree between us when he lighted,
And say no word to tel 1 me who he was
Who was so foolish as to think what he thought.!
The action of the bird shows something of our human condition; there is a
ft
lack of communication among men.
Although the poem says something about the lack of communication
among men, it also says something about the brotherhood of men. Through¬
out his poetry. Frost demonstrates his belief that disasters result when
a balance between opposing forces is not maintained. Social reformers, he
says, often become so concerned with new things that they forget the po¬
tentiality of anything that is old. The effect of this type of procedure
2
is that there is a large amount of waste. "The Wood-Pile" illustrates
this point. In the poem, wood has been "cut and split and piled." The
wood has been left by someone because he wanted to do something else. He
sought a new outlet.
I thought that only
Someone who lived in turning to fresh tasks
Could so forget his handiwork on which
He spent himself, the labor of his ax.
And leave it there far from a useful fireplace
And warm the frozen swamps as best it could
With the slow smokeless burning of decay.3
The wood that was left could have been used to provide warmth for some
family during the cold winter days. These lines indicate that there is
^Lathem, p. 101.
2 .
Richard Dillingham, "The Value of Social Conservatism According




a lack of concern among men for each other.
Nature does however make use of the decaying wood. The wood serves
nature's purpose. It enriches the soil without the temporary phenomenon
of smoke.
In "Departmental," the human society is viewed through the analogy
of an ant-heap. The poet shows that the group or the society is indif¬
ferent to the individual. Man is devoted to an "impersonal social order"
instead of to the individual:
Ants are a curious race;
One crossing with hurried tread
The body of one of their dead
Isn't given a moment's arrest—
Seems not even impressed.2
The whole poem describes with savage irony the governmental red
tape of the instructions for the dead citizen's burial, the mortician
3ant's cold professionalism, and the general indifference of the public:
But he no doubt reports to any
With whom he crossed antennae.
And they no doubt report
To the higher—up at court.
Then word goes forth in Formic:
"Death comes to Jerry McCormic,...
And presently on the scene
Appears a solemn mortician;
And taking formal position.
With feelers calmly atwiddle.
Seizes the dead by the middle.
And heaving him high irr air.








By picturing the ant colony as a miniature society, Frost reveals the
resemblance between their behavior and the stultifying effects of depart¬
mentalism among men,^
Frost comments on the brotherhood of man in this poem. Men are
divided; brotherhood does not exist among them. Men place too much value
on the society as a whole.
In "The Pasture," there is an invitation to companionship. In the
poem, the speaker is setting out on ordinary farm chores:
I'm going to clean the pasture springs;
I'll only stop to rake the leaves away
(And wait to watch the water clear, I may):
I shan't be gone long.—You come too.
I'm going out to fetch the little calf
That's standing by the mother. It's so young
It totters when she licks it with her tongue.
I shan't be gone long.—You come too.2
The speaker says that he will not be long in completing his chores
of cleaning the pasture spring of leaves and, perhaps, of waiting for the
water to clear. Since he will not be long, he invites his listener to
come. The chore in the second stanza is to fetch a little calf. He still
invites his listener to come along.
The main point of "The Pasture" is that it contains a neighborly
invitation. The speaker is going about his duties around the farm, and
■a
at the end of each of the two stanzas appears the "you come too." The






also says something about the human condition: man can always use com¬
panionship. In fact, the poem shows men as living together as brothers,
or at least living together.
"Directive" shows man's concern for other human beings. "Directive"
is a gathering of traditional and authentic New England images formed to
a metaphor of quest.^ The opening of the poem is informal. Very soon,
it develops into an invitation for the reader to accompany the poet on a
journey. The reader and the poet are going away from the present time
and location of confusion:
Back out of all this now too much for us.
Back in a time made simple by the loss
Of detail, burned, dissolved and broken off
Like graveyard marble sculpture in the weather.
There is a house that is no more a house
Upon a farm that is no more a farm.
And in a town that is no more a town.2
Frost assumes that the reader is lost, confused and adrift in life
and wants to find himself. The poet will guide him on his paradoxical
route to self-discovery. The poet does not want him to become permanently
lost. The poet directs the way. The journey leads to an abandoned town
and farm on a mountain side. The poet informs the reader that he has
3
nothing to fear on the trip:
No need you mind the serial ordeal
Of being watched from forty cellar holes
As if by eye pairs out of forty firkins.^
^S. P. C. Duvall, "Robert Frost's Directive Out of Walden," American






As they near the farm, the poet tells his reader, if he is ready to find
himself, to shut out all intruders;
Pull in your ladder road behind you
And put a sign up CLOSED to all but me.
Then make yourself at home ^
No one is to be around but the reader. He must be alone. His discovery
2
IS to be a highly personal one.
The poem approaches the subject of religion. To Frost, the damned
are those who are shut from any full knowledge of the self. The saved are
those who accept the rewards of private integrity and a self-reliant cour¬
age.^
The poem also contains the idea of brotherhood. The poet feels that
the reader needs self-discovery. He realizes this and tries to help him
to discover himself. The poet shows concern for the reader.
"Two Tramps in Mud Time" is a Frost poem that comments on the brother¬
hood of man. As the poem opens, the speaker is chopping wood in his yard
on a sunny April day. Suddenly he is interrupted by two strangers, tramps
from some unknown locality. One of the two men drops behind his companion;
he does not say anything, but the speaker realizes that he would like to
take the wood-chopping job in order to make some money;
I knew well why he dropped behind
And let the other go on a way.
I knew pretty well what he had in mind;
He wanted to take my job for pay.^
’ibid.
^Robert Peters, '.'The Truth of Frost's 'Directive'," Modern Lanquaqe




The speaker's task, he feels, is intrinsically useful to him. It
gives him pleasure. Nevertheless, the task for the tramp would be more
useful than it would be to the speaker. For the tramp it would be a
source of income. In addition, the tramps are lumberjacks. Chopping the
wood is their profession. The speaker knows that he would be providing
the tramps with an honorable means of sustaining their lives, if he of¬
fered them the task. He also knows that sustaining the tramps' lives
would be more important than the pleasure he would derive from his work:^
They knew they had but to stay their stay
And all their logic would fill my head:
As that I had no right to play
With what was another man's work for gain.2
Even though the speaker loved his task, he did not need it for gain
or to make a living. He loved it for the pleasure he derived from it. On
the other hand, the tramps wanted the job because they needed it. The
speaker felt that the tramps were justified in their request:
My right might be love but theirs was need.
And where the two exist in twain
Theirs was the better right—agreed.3
Nevertheless, the speaker did not yield his task to the tramp. He felt
that "his sense of his objective value would disappear and his action
4
would be reduced to mere play." Because they came to ask him for his
task, the speaker came to love it more.
Albert Braverman and Bernard Einband, "Frost's 'Two Tramps in Mud







The time when most I loved my task
These two must make me love it more
By coming with what they came to ask.^
In addition, the speaker did not yield his task because he did not want to
separate his "avocation” from his "vocation." He felt that they were one.
He loved his task because it gave him pleasure. Also, the speaker felt
that he needed it. In the last stanza the speaker comments:
But yield who will to their separation.
My object in living is to unite
My avocation and my vocation
As my two eyes make one in sight.
Only where love and need are one.
And the work is play for mortal stakes.
Is the deed ever really done
For Heaven and the future's sakes.2
In Frost there is the notion that there are barriers between men.
To Frost, these barriers serve as a framework for mutual understanding
and respect. It is because of barriers that we understand each other, and,
far from striving to tear them down, as is the modern tendency. Frost
3insists on recognizing them. He even builds them wherever necessary.
The most distinctive illustration of this barrier between man and
man is the well-known "Mending Wall." In "Mending Wall" the central sym¬
bol of the wall acts as a focus for two conflicting social attitudes. The
poem describes how two farmers, the speaker and an older neighbor, meet
at their property boundaries each spring to repair their stone wall after
the harshness of winter. The narrator questions why there is a need for
4






Elaine Barry, Robert Frost (New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing
Company, Inc., 1973)» p. 112.
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and the two will never get mixed up, nor will the speaker and the old
neighbor get them confused:
There where it is we do not need the wall:
He is all pine and I am apple orchard.
My apple trees will never get across .
And eat the cones under his pines, I tell him.
To this rationalization, the old man simply remarks: "Good fences make
2
good neighbors," and they go on constructing the barriers between them.
The balance of sympathy in the poem seems to rest with the speaker
of the poem. The speaker's argument is practical and sensible, his voice
easy-going and tolerant. His common sense is based solidly on visible
facts: "Something there is that doesn't love a wall." The "something"
is anthropomorphic, perhaps some principle of order in nature that denies
3
any human attempt to impose limits on it.
The old man opposes this argument by empirical fact with an argument
by tradition. It too is an argument based on the practicalities of living,
but he has inherited his courtly wisdom unthinkingly, never probing "be-
4
hind his father's saying" to ask why good fences make good neighbors.
The speaker wants to know why the old man says that good fences
make good neighbors:
Spring is the mischief in me, and I wonder
If I could put a notion in his head:
Why do they make good neighbors? Isn't it
Where there are cows? But here there are no cows.







What I was walling in or walling out,
And to whom I was like to give offense.^
Yet there is evidence that the speaker himself believes in this saying
also. After all, it was he who requested the wall-mending initially:
I let my neighbor know behind the hill.
And on a day we meet to walk the line
And set the wall between us once again.
We keep the wall between us as we go.2
Although all reasonableness is on the speaker's side, it is not ultimately
convincing. Despite his good-humored attitude toward the old man, he
continues with the job.
The message that Robert Frost gives in this poem is quite clear.
He protests against people who build walls; they live in darkness. The
old neighbor seems to have acquired some of the traits of the stones he
4
carries: he is hard, durable and unchanging.
The wall becomes a symbol in the poem. It symbolizes the barriers
negating human contact and understanding. The wall does not symbolize the
fact that it shuts people off from each other ("Good fences make good
neighbors") or that it may be reasonably considered unnecessary ("Before I
built a wall I'd ask to know/what I was walling in or walling out"), but
that it calls attention to opposing elements which Frost saw as the es¬







"West-Running Brook" speaks of barriers that lead to a lack of con>-
munication. As the poem opens, a woman asks her husband which way is
north. Then they discuss the brook which runs west. In running west,
the brook is contrary to all other local brooks, for here they run east.
The wife sees the brook's contrariness as a symbol of the relationship
of her and her husband:
"What does it think it's doing running west
When all the other county brooks flow east
To reach the ocean? It must be the brook
Can trust itself to go by contraries
The way I can with you—and you with me—
Because we're—we're—I don't know what we are."
Next, they will make the brook a partner in their marriage. They will put
up a bridge of protection over the brook. The woman believes that the
brook has heard her proposal and has answered her in a wave. The man
explains to her that this is not true. She tells him that, although it
may not be a sign for him, it is a sign for her. She tells him that it is
an "annunciation." The husband replies that if she continues to use the
type of reasoning and logic that a man cannot understand he will stop dis¬
cussing the matter. The brook may be what she perceives it to be, but he
has no way of knowing, so communication between them must stop. The
husband says:
"Oh if you take it off to lady-land
As twere the country of the Amazons
We men must see you to the confines of
And leave you there, ourselves forbid to enter—
It is your brook! I have no more to say."2




agree that they have together seen into reality.
The poem speaks of barriers to communication. Contrariness causes
such barriers. Man's contrariness leads to independence. By becoming
independent, man becomes an individual. This can and does cause a lack
of communication among men.
"The Code" speaks of a system of rules that cause men to become
separated. In "The Code" we actually do see men working together, but
under so touchy and hair-triggish a compact that it is surprising that
any work gets done at all.^ The poem speaks of codes and how they fre-
2
quently divide men and lead to conflict. Sometimes the conflict is so
3
strong that it leads to an attempted murder.
In the poem, three men are working in the meadow "plying cocks of
hay." One worker becomes angry and leaves:
Suddenly
One helper, thrusting pitchfork in the ground,
marched himself off the field and home. One stayed.
The town-bred farmer failed to understand.^
The worker who stayed tried to explain why the other worker became upset
and left. In trying to explain, he stated the code that the men worked by
The hand that knows his business won't be told
To do work better or faster—these two things.5










to work for a man whose domineering, petty character he describes in
this manner:
Them that he couldn't lead, he'd get behind
And drive, the way you can, you know, in mowing— ^
Keep at their heels and threaten to mow their legs off.
The boss was violating the code when he attempted to make his men work
faster. Inevitably, there was a physical conflict between the boss and
the men. The speaker, who is to work with the boss in the hayfield, wants
to teach him a lesson he will never forget. The worker deliberately caused
an accident for the man. The accident could have led to death. The worker
was not concerned about the old man, even though he thought he had buried
him. He only knocked him down, but he was satisfied with that. The
speaker comments:
Apparently I hadn't buried him
(I may have knocked him down); but my just trying
To bury him had hurt his dignity.^
After the speaker has finished the story, the town-bred farmer asks:
'Weren't you relieved to find he wasn't dead?"
'No! and yet I don't know—its hard to say.
I went about to kill him fair enough."
"You took an awkward way. Did he discharge you?"
3
"Discharge me? No! He knew I did just right."
Frost tells us, through the incident in the poem, that codes do erect bar¬
riers between men.
Frost also speaks of barriers in his poem "Revelation":
We make ourselves a place apart





But oh, the agitated heart
Till someone really find us out.
'Tis pity if the case require
(Oh so we say) that in the end
We speak the literal to inspire
The understanding of a friend.
But so with all, from babes that play
At hide-and-seek to God afar.
So all who hide too well away ^
Must speak and tell us where they are.
Frost says that we hide behind teasing and frustrating words, but we are
really disturbed until others really know what we are talking about. It
will be a shame if it becomes necessary for us to have to speak literally
in order to be understood. As in a game of hide and seek, the ones who
hide themselves too well must speak to reveal their hiding places. This
applies to everyone, from children to God Himself.
Frost illustrates in this poem that men continually erect barriers
to frustrate understanding and communication, and they continually need to
destroy them. We hide from each other behind words. Men need to be under¬
stood so that they can communicate with their fellow-men more effectively.
Frost also shows that hostility exists among men. Man is hostile
toward his fellow-man. Also, Frost shows that man is hostile toward
society. In "The Death of the Hired Man," an elderly farm helper, Silas,
comes to the home of Warren and Mary. This is the place at which he used
to work. At the time that Silas arrives, Warren is away from home. When
Warren returns, Mary informs him that Silas has returned, for Silas wants
to work for them again. Although Warren is persuaded in the end by Mary
to let Silas stay, Warren objects to their keeping Silas at first:
^Ibid., p. 19.
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"...But I'll not have the fellow back," he said.
"I told him so last haying, didn't I?
If he left then, I said, that ended it.
What good is he? Who else will harbor him
At his age for the little he can do?
What help he is there's no depending on.
Off he goes always when I need him most.
He thinks he ought to earn a little pay.
Enough at least to buy tobacco with.
So he won't have to beg and be beholden.
'All right,' I say, 'I can't afford to pay
Any fixed wages though I wish I could.'
'Someone else can.' 'Then someone else will have to.'
I shouldn't mind his bettering himself
If that was what it was. You can be certain.
When he begins like that, there's someone at him
Trying to coax him off with pocket money—
In haying time, when any help is scarce. ^
In winter he comes back to us. I'm done."
Warren sets forth a list of grievances against the old man. His main
point is that he is not dependable. He goes off to work for someone else
when labor is scarce during harvest time, then returns in winter, when
there is little to do. Warren shows hostility toward Silas. Frost tells
us that men are hostile toward one another.
Silas is independent, and he has always been self-reliant. He re¬
fuses to accept charity from relatives who dislike him;
"I think his brother ought to help, of course.
I'll see to that if there is need. He ought of right
To take him in, and might be willing to—
He may be better than appearances.
But have some pity on Silas. Do you think
If he had any pride in claiming kin
Or anything he looked for from his brother.
He'd keep so still about him all this time?"
"I wonder what's between them."
"I can tell you.
Silas is what he is—we wouldn't mind him—
But just the kind kinsfolk can't abide.
’ibid.. p. 35.
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He never did a thing so very bad.
He don't know why he isn't quite as good
As anybody. Worthless though he is,
He won't be made ashamed to please his brother."^
The fact that Silas' relatives do not like him also shows that hostility
exists among men, even relatives. Moreover, Silas shows hostility toward
charity. He does not want to accept grudging help from his relatives.
The fact that hostility exists among men is also shown in Frost's
"The Ax-Helve." This poem also shows that men are hostile toward society.
The speaker in this poem is striking at the chopping-block in his yard
with the ax. A neighbor, Baptiste, catches the man's ax from behind.
Baptiste is large and strong; he speaks rather quietly, in broken English-
French, about the fine points of ax-handles. He invites the speaker to
come to his house. The speaker is puzzled as to why Baptiste is so con¬
cerned about him. The speaker first believes that Baptiste wants to sell
him something;
2
Something to sell? That wasn't how it sounded.
Soon, however, the speaker discovers that Baptiste is seeking something
else, human companionship.
But there is still another aspect that the poem shows. It shows
man's hostility. Baptiste shows hostility toward mechanization:
It was the bad ax-helve someone had sold me—
"Made on machine," he said, plowing the grain
With a thick thumbnail to show how it ran
Across the handles long-drawn serpentine
Like the two strokes across a dollar sign.
"You give her one good crack, she's snap right off.





Baptiste believes that his man-made ax-helve is far better than and will
last longer than those made by machine.
Hostility is also shown toward book-knowledge and conventional edu¬
cation in the poem. Baptiste keeps his children home from school;
Baptiste on the defense about the children
He kept from school, or did his best to keep—
Whatever school and children and our doubts
Of laid—on education had to do
With the curves of his ax-helves and his having
Used these unscrupulously to bring me
To see the inside of his house.^
Baptiste wants his children to be like him. He never had any formal edu¬
cation, and he still has an excellent trade. He shows this by the curves
in his ax-handles. Also, the ax-handles serve as a symbol of independence
and struggle for survival.
CHAPTER III
FROST'S REPUTATION AS HUMANIST
Frost has a reputation for being a humanist. In all of his themes,
man is included. Not only does Robert Frost deal with man and his rela¬
tionship to his fellow-man in his poetry, Frost also treats man and his
relationship to God, to his world and to himself. Frost treats of and
represents all of these relationships in his poetry.
Frost's poetry cannot be described as being highly religious. How¬
ever, the speaker in Frost's poetry keeps alive the possibility that some¬
thing greater than man sustains order and purpose in the universe and may
some time break through man's isolation to reveal itself.^ The "something
greater than man" may be said to be God.
Frost has said that Emerson is his favorite American poet, and Frost
himself is said to be distinctly Emersonian. Emerson was a romantic panthe¬
ist: he identified God with the universe; he taught that impulse comes from
God and should be obeyed. He believed that if man surrenders to impulse,
he will become one with God. He taught that reason was man-made and should
be suppressed. Emerson was a relativist. Frost, on the other hand, is a
disciple without Emerson's convictions. Frost does believe in impulse,
but he does not discuss the pantheistic doctrine which would give authority
^Anna K, Juhnke, "Religion in Robert Frost's Poetry: The Play for
Self Possession." American Literature 36 (May 1964): 153-154.
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to Impulse. Because he believes in impulse he can be termed a relativist,
but his relativism derives from no intense religious conviction. Frost's
relativism has resulted in "ill-natured eccentricity and in increasing
melancholy."^
In his poetry, Frost does not theorize about man and his relation¬
ship to God, just as he does not theorize about man's relationship to his
fellow-man. This has lead some critics to believe that Frost is an agnos¬
tic. Frost hesitates to speak dogmatically on the subject of God both
because he believes man to have limitations and because he believes that
man's understanding of the natural world comes slowly. Frost does, how¬
ever, speak freely of his views of God and man and man's relationship to
him in some of his poetry.
Frost does not see God as Consoler of man in his poetry. The time-
honored solace of turning to God has little positive meaning in Frost's
3works. Frost rejects God as a defense against the pain, chaos or terror
4
of life. In two of his poems, "The Fear of God" and "Bereft," Frost
looks with an ironic eye at the idea that God acts as a helper and comfort
to man. In one sense, the poems warn men against putting their hope in a
Yvor Winters, "Robert Frost; Or, the Spiritual Drifter as Poet,"
Robert Frost; A Collection of Critical Essays. James M. Cox, ed. (New
Jersey; Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1962), pp. 60-61.
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Marion Montgomery, "Robert Frost and His Use of Barriers; Man vs.
Nature Toward God," Robert Frost; A Collection of Critical Essays. James





benevolent deity. It is revealed that man's most terrifying predicament
is to be intimately associated with God. Frost says in these poems that
man's fear increases as he approaches an uncaring and unloving deity.^
In "The Fear of God," Frost cautions man to beware any "subordinating
look or tone" and to avoid exposure of his "inmost soul" to a God that is
2
capricious and "arbitrary";
If you should rise from Nowhere up to Somewhere,
From being No one up to being Someone,
Be sure to keep repeating to yourself
You owe it to an arbitrary god
Whose mercy to you rather than to others
Won't bear too critical examination.
Stay unassuming. If for lack of license
To wear the uniform of who you are.
You should be tempted to make up for it
In a subordinating look or tone.
Beware of coming too much to the surface
And using for apparel what was meant
To be the curtain of the inmost soul.3
In "Bereft," the speaker is bereft of a loved one in early autumn.
The wind seems wilder and more threatening than it has:
Where had I heard this wind before
Change like this to a deeper roar?
What would it take my standing there for,
Holding open a restive door,
Looking downhill to a frothy shore?
Summer was past and day was past.
Somber clouds in the west were massed.
Out in the porch's sagging floor
Leaves got up in a coil and hissed,
Blindly struck at my knee and missed.
Something sinister in the tone
Told me my secret must be known:
Word I was in the house alone






Word I was in my life alone,
Word I had no one left but God.'
In "Bereft,” Frost uses a terrifying storm to represent man's great
fear. The observer fears the storm not only because of its power, but
also because it suggests a quality of madness in nature. The smaller
clouds massed in the west suggest death. The observer sees the storm as
directed toward him personally. He believes that the storm has arisen
against him because it knows he is alone in life. The irony of the poem
is the idea that man need only turn to God in a time of trial, but in
"Bereft" God is no comfort. If the observer had been in the company of
someone other than God, the storm might not have been so powerful. This
2
terrifying aloneness with God makes the observer vulnerable. The obser¬
ver seems to be unable to cope with a hostile world. The observer believes
that the unfriendly world is launching an all-out attack on him, hoping to
destroy him. The last line implies that in a situation of this type God
is not enough; men need other human beings in order to face the problems
of the world.
In "The Trial by Existence," Frost shows the souls in heaven before
they come to earth. Each soul wants to come to earth so that it may pit
itself:^
Heroic in its nakedness.
Against the uttermost of earth.
The tale of earth's unhonored things









God allows the soul to take its journey to the earth, but he states one
condition; Frost's God decrees that no one should have a memory of his
other state and that none may remember that it chose to journey to the
earth. This knowledge would be a great comfort to the soul in times of
trials on earth. It would serve as a crutch and the soul's trial would
be less heroic or invalid.^ God says to the souls ready to descend the
earth:
But the pure fate to which you go
Admits no memory of choice,
Or the woe were not earthly woe
To which you give the assenting voice.^
The soul is given a moment to make a final decision. This bargain made
in heaven is the reason why we do not remember that we chose the woe of
the world. In this poem. Frost argues "that there is no possibility that
man will be able to lay aside his varying opinion of himself and come to
3
rest in an official verdict straight from God."
Frost speaks of God humorously in his "Forgive, 0 Lord...":
Forgive, 0 Lord, my little jokes on Thee ,
And I'll forgive thy great big one on me.
In this couplet, the poet has reservations about the possibility of God.
The poet judges God's joke on him, presumably birth or life itself, as










Frost's "Not All There" sums up his attitude toward man and his rela¬
tionship to God:
I turned to speak to God
About the world's despair;
But to make bad matters worse
I found God wasn't there.
God turned to speak to me
(Don't anybody laugh);
God found I wasn't there—
At least not over half.
Frost implies that God is not directly involved in man's affairs. On the
other hand, man is not involved directly in God's affairs. Man and God
have their places. They should keep out of each other's affairs.
Frost's vision expands far beyond his view of man and his relation¬
ship to society; Frost also reveals man and his relationship to the "planet
2
upon which the human race is destined to live out its days." Frost is
neither radical nor conservative when it comes to man and his relation¬
ship to the world; his view is divided. Man's relationship to nature is
3both together and apart, according to Frost.
Frost sees the world as man's teacher. Through being cradled within
nature, Frost believes that man can learn from nature his own limitations.
Frost believes that man is limited in his relation to nature or to the
universe. There is only so far he can go; then he must stop. Nevertheless,
man is always striving to go beyond what is within his reach. Frost's poem







carried a peach tree too far north to survive the cold climate:
Why is his nature forever so hard to teach
That though there is no fixed line between wrong and
right,
There are roughly zones whose laws must be obeyed.'
2Frost points out that man refuses to accept decreed limits.
Frost expresses the idea that man is limited in trying to discover
his place on earth. The poem opens with the character called Brad
McLaughlin talking about the way Orion, a constellation, used to watch him
as he performed his farm duties. The poet tells of the way Brad burned
down his farmhouse to get money to buy a telescope that he could not
afford. The poet cautions Brad not to get rid of his house. Brad, however,
says that the telescope is a real necessity and that every town should have
one. When he is unable to sell his farmhouse, he burns the house and pur¬
chases the telescope with the insurance money. The poem opens with Brad
and the poet gazing at the star one cold winter night. They remain there
until dawn, conversing and looking into space. The poet's final words
are a question: After all that looking, do they really know where they
are more accurately than before?
We've looked and looked, but after all where are we?
Do we know any better where we are.
And how it stands between the night tonight
And a man with a smoky lantern chimney?
How different from the way it ever stood.3
Brad's purpose is to discover the place of man in infinity. That is why
he buys the telescope. By the end of the poem that place has not been






infinitely small in comparison to the galaxies as he ever was; man remains
infinitesmal.
Frost further expresses the idea that man is limited in his control
of even a part of the universe. In Frost's "Once by the Pacific," the
speaker is standing on the ocean shore. He comments on the power of the
water. The water moves upon the land with violence. The clouds are low
and dark in the sky. The shore is lucky to be supported by cliffs and
the cliffs by the continent. The speaker suggests that darkness is about
to surround the world, not for a short time, but for an age:
The shattered water made a misty din.
Great waves looked over others coming in.
And thought of doing something to the shore
That water never did to land before.
The clouds were low and hairy in the skies.
Like blocks blown forward in the gleam of eyes.
You could not tell, and yet it'looked as if
The shore was lucky in being backed by cliff.
The cliff is being backed by continent;
It looked as if a night of black intent
Was coming, and not only a night, an age.
Someone had better be prepared for rage.
There would be more than ocean-water broken
^
Before God's last put out the light was spoken.
Frost suggests in the end that much violence is in store before God puts
an end to the world and that man cannot stop this violence from coming on.
In Frost also is the idea that man must be content with the world
in which he lives. In "Birches," Frost comments on the goodness of earth¬
ly things:
...Earth's the place for love.
I don't know where its likely to go better,
I'd like to go climbing a birch tree.
And climb black branches up a snow white trunk
^Ibid., p. 250.
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Toward heaven, till the tree could bear no more,
But dipped its top and set me down again.
That would be good both going and coming back.
One could do worse than be a swinger of birches.^
We must love here, for we are not likely to get a chance to love anywhere
else, and the birch-climber, moving toward earth, has perhaps made the
right decision. In the poem. Frost implies that man constantly strives
for things beyond this world, but he should not. He should be familiar
with and love the things of the earth and let the afterlife take care of
itself.
The notion that man must be content with the world in which he lives
is further expressed by Frost on "On Looking up by Chance at the Constel¬
lations." The poem concerns man's relationship with the heavens and, by
implication, with a world beyond the human world.
You'll wait a long, long time for anything much
To happen beyond the floats of cloud
And the Northern Lights that run like tingling nerves.
The sun and moon get crossed, but they never touch.
Nor strike out fire from each other, nor crush out loud.
The planets seem to interfere in their curves.
But nothing ever happens, no harm is done.
We may as well go patiently on with our life.
And look elsewhere than to stars and moon and sun
For the shocks and changes we need to keep us sane.
It is true the longest drouth will end in rain.
The longest peace in China will end in strife.
Still it wouldn't reward the watcher to stay awake
In hopes of seeing the calm of heaven break.
On his particular time and personal sight.
That calm seems certainly safe to last tonight.
In the poem the speaker looks up at the sky and comments on the lack
of activity there. All he can see is the clouds and the Northern Lights,




cross, but that they never touch each other or make any sound. The planets
seem about to cause trouble. He says that man must look somewhere besides
the heavens for the "shocks and changes" he needs to keep from going in¬
sane. The speaker feels that it would be no use for him to wait for
heaven's calm to break.
The speaker is dissatisfied with both worlds,the heavens and the
world beyond the human world that are implied in the poem. This implies
that man will find no answers to his problems by looking outside the human
world in which he lives.
Not only do the themes of man and his relationship to his fellow-man,
to God and to the universe occur in Robert Frost; man and his relation¬
ship to himself is another theme that occurs in Robert Frost. Frost sees
the individual self as having great worth. Thus, he stresses the indi¬
vidual self immensely in his poetry.
Some of Frost's poetry seems to be his defensive weapons against
the outside world. These poems force Frost to go into himself to find
his conquests; through them, he can retreat into himself. The boy who is
the protagonist in Frost's "Into Mine Own" retreats into the woods, his
"own." There is a dual setting in the poem; externally it is in nature,
but within it is found the retreat through nature into the self. Nature
is a part of ourselves; it is the key to ourselves.^
Frost's "Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening" is also an example
of man's retreating to nature for self-discovery. The woods are "lovely,
^Michael R. Lasser, "The Loneliness of Robert Frost," The Literary
Review 3 (Autumn 1959)s 277«
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dark and deep.” There a man can meditate and sort himself out. He is
free from all of the tensions, problems and obligations of life which
hinder him from being himself. He is free to think and rediscover him¬
self. He is, consequently, free to see in which direction he is traveling
in life.
Frost also treats the theme of moral choice in his poetry. In "The
Road Not Taken,” the speaker has to make a choice between two roads.
There are two paths in the wood, and he stands at the crossroads, feeling
sorry that he cannot take both directions. He looks down one road until
it disappears. Finally, he says that he took the other road because it
was little worn. He also tells us that he saved the unused road for a
later time. He feels that he will never have the opportunity to take the
road which he rejected, because he knows that one road leads to another
and that he will, in all probability, continue from where he now is. There
is a wry feeling in the poem that, no matter what kind of choice one makes,
he will always have the suspicion that he could have taken the other road.
There is always the feeling that one probably could have gained something
which he did not already possess intellectually if he had taken the other
road. The poem may be a statement of self-pity on the speaker's part.
He feels that he has been cheated because he took an unknown and unpopu¬
lar path. Actually, the poem says that it really does not make much
difference which choice one makes in life. It is what man does with the
choice that makes all the difference. The speaker has made his decision
and held to it.
Frost says that sometimes man does not know his own limitations.
"A Drumlin Woodchuck” makes this point. In the poem. Frost speaks with
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the voice of the woodchuck itself. The woodchuck begins by commenting
that every creature has its appropriate dwelling place. His own dwelling
is a snug, well-protected burrow with two doors to facilitate escape when
necessary. He says that he is safe because he only pretends to expose
himself recklessly; he can afford to consider the world his friend, because
there is always a door into which he can dash when the alarm is given by
him or his fellows.
With those in mind at my back
I can sit forth exposed to attack.
As one who shrewdly pretends
That he and the world are friends.
All we who prefer to live
Have a little whistle we give.
And flash, at the least alarm
We dive down under the farm.'
The woodchucks hide underground until they are sure it is safe to come out¬
side. They do not come up to eat or drink until the possibility of danger
is over. The woodchuck concludes by saying that even though he may not
be big or strong, he will be around for a while. He has listened to his
instinct for survival and dug himself an impenetrable burrow.
The woodchuck makes an ironic statement on the follies of man:
And if after the hunt goes past
And the double-barreled blast
(Like war and pestilence
And the loss of common sense).
If I can with confidence say
That still for another day.
Or even another year,
I will be there for you, my dear.
It will be because, though small




I have been so instinctively thorough
About my crevice and burrow.^
The woodchuck calls the hunt a "double-barreled blast" which, with "war and
pestilence," he links to a lack of common sense. The statement implies
that the woodchuck has enough common sense to know his own limitations
and to act accordingly; if man had the same ability, he might be able to
predict that he too would be around for a long time.
Frost comments on man and his ability to protect himself. Frost's
"One Step Backward Taken" contains this idea. The poem begins with the
world portrayed in dissolution:
Not only sands and gravels
Were one more on their travels.
But gulping muddy gallons
Great boulders off their balance
Bumped heads together dully
And started down the gully
Whole capes caked off in slices.
I felt my standpoint shaken
In the universal crisis.
But with one step backward taken
I saved myself from going.
A word torn loose went by me.
Then the rain stopped and the blowing.
And the sun came out to dry me.2
In the poem, the air is filled with sand and gravel. Boulders roll into
each other and then into a gully. The speaker indicates that, even at
this time of crisis, he himself is on secure ground. However, instead of
stepping forward, at this point, he makes a step backward. When he moves
backward, the chaos of the world passes him by. Then things become peace¬
ful for him again.




it becomes necessary for man to take a step backward. In this way, he
will be able to put things in their proper places. Also, man can remove
himself from a world leading toward destruction by taking a step backward.
This can save him from ultimate physical destruction.
Frost comments on individual wisdom in "The Black Cottage." The
poem is a reminiscence concerning an old lady and her old house. Two men
are walking, and they pass an old weather-beaten cottage in which a
parishioner of the minister had lived until her death. The minister tells
of the woman's rather lonely life, but suggests that the old woman, in
her isolation and unworldliness, had come to a truer understanding of
life than many of her contemporaries. The old woman was stubborn and
would not accept the popular views of her contemporaries:
She had her own idea of things, the old lady.
And she liked talk. She had seen Garrison
And Whittier, and had her story of them.
One wasn't long in learning that she thought.
Whatever else the Civil War was for.
It wasn't just to keep the States together.
Nor just to free the slaves, though it did both.
She wouldn't have believed those ends enough
To have given outright for them all she gave.
Her giving somehow touched the principle
That all men are created free and equal.'
The old lady could hear and at the same time ignore the popular
"wisdom of the world:"
You couldn't tell her what the West was saying.
And what the South, to her serene belief.
She had some art of hearing and yet not
Hearing the latter wisdom of the world.
White was the only race she ever knew.
Black she had scarcely seen, and yellow never.
But how could they be made so very unlike ^





The old woman kept herself removed from superficial thought. She
had faith in God and her fellow-man, but she followed her own reasoning,
rather than the advice of society. Frost says in his poem that when man
reasons on his own he can come to the right ends much faster than the man
who relies on conflicting views of the world.
The idea of self-sufficiency is also prevalent in Robert Frost.
"An Old Man's Winter Night" tells of an old man who is self-sufficient.
It is a cold, dark, frosty night. An old man has walked into a room to
look for something and suddenly forgotten what he is looking for. He
looks around and walks off again with his lamp in his hand. He goes back
to his room and falls asleep. The poem is about a rather strong old man
who is not far from death. If there is a threat from the outside world
peering in his window, the old man is not afraid; the lamp that he carries
keeps him from seeing the darkness outside:
What kept his eyes from giving back the gaze
Was the lamp tilted near them in his hand.l
Obviously, the old man is approaching death. However, the old man
is still concerned with his own affairs. The poem implies that the old
man cannot run a farm efficiently, yet he still remains integral to him¬
self. He does not disturb the outside world. He fills his room with his
own life, and that is enough.
^Ibid., p. 108.
CONCLUSION
In this study I have set out to show that humanism exists in the
poetry of Robert Frost. A great deal of Frost's poetry contains humanis¬
tic elements. Frost includes the human being in all of his themes. He
views man as the basis of all reality. In his poetry, Frost places a very
high value on man. He shows man as being forever an individual, as well
as a portion of the society. He portrays man and how he reacts both as
an individual and, in his human need, as he is faced with the pressure of
society.
One of Frost's major themes is that of man and his relationship to
his fellow-man. To Frost man is not alone in life; therefore, he must
come in contact with his fellow-man.
To show the relationships that exist among men, several poems have
been selected. These poems were selected because it was felt that they
would best suit the purpose of the thesis. These poems clearly show that
humanism does exist in the poetry of Robert Frost. The poems that were
chosen, such as "The Tuft of Flowers", "Stopping by Woods on a Snowy
Evening", "Mending Wall", and "The Ax-Helve", to name a few, show human
conflicts more clearly than poems by Frost such as "Mowing", "After Apple-
Picking", "The Ovenbird", and "Fire and Ice." The poems in the latter
group speak indirectly about man and his relationships.
Regarding the relationships that exist among men. Frost-comments
on the need for communication among men. Sometimes, in Frost, there is a
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lack of communication among men, although he recognizes the constant pres¬
sure for men to communicate with each other. On the other hand. Frost
says that there is some type of communication between men at all times,
either spiritual or physical. Moreover, Frost comments on the lack of
communication that exists even between husband and wife. It frequently
becomes very difficult for them to communicate with each other. In addi¬
tion, Frost comments on the need for sustenance through communication.
Everyone, at some time, needs a companion to communicate with. Frost also
shows that people do take advantage of the opportunity to communicate with
each other, proving that it is possible for men to communicate with each
other. Although this may be true. Frost still says that it is sometimes
impossible to communicate with others, even though a person may search
for or attempt communication.
The idea of brotherhood is a humanitarian one. Although this may
be true. Frost uses this humanitarian idea to depict a certain aspect of
the human condition. He uses it to illustrate the lack of concern, as
well as the real concern, which men have for each other. Frost says in
some of his poetry that man is lonely. Man is isolated, and his fellow-
man is no help to him in his loneliness. This is because there is a lack
of concern for the other man. Frost further tells us that there is a lack
of concern for the other man by saying that man has to turn to nature for
happiness. This says that men are not in accord with each other. Frost
also says that man is inconsiderate. He says that men are divided, and
that they sometimes place a higher value on the mass of society than they
place on the individual.
Frost also says that men can live together as brothers. Man sometimes
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invites his fellow-man to companionship. Man also shows concern for his
fellow-man. Sometimes men lead other men to discover themselves.
Frost also speaks regarding those barriers which exist between men.
Frost believes that men must recognize barriers instead of tearing them
down. Frost erects barriers wherever necessary, for their presence serves
to provide spiritual privacy for the individual. Yet barriers also negate
human contact and understanding, according to Frost. There are barriers
to communication, even between husband and wife. Frost also tells us that
barriers can even lead to attempted murder.
Hostility also exists among men in Frost. Man shows hostility when
he feels he has been mistreated. Man often shows hostility toward the
entire society, including his relatives.
Frost has a reputation for being a humanist. Not only do Frost's
themes deal with man and his relationship to his fellow-man, but his
«
themes also include man and his relationship to God. Man and God both
have their places; they are not directly involved in each other's affairs.
In addition. Frost's themes deal with man and his relationship to the uni¬
verse. Frost says that man is limited in his control over the universe,
and that man must be content with his present world. Still another of his
major themes treats man and his relationship to himself. In dealing with
this theme. Frost comments on self-discovery, moral choices, man's follies,
man's limitations, man's ability to protect himself, man's individual
wisdom and his limited self-sufficiency.
Although Frost's poetry speaks of the different types of relation¬
ships that exist among men, his poetry still remains ambiguous in meaning.
The poet may seem to be talking about one absorbing matter when he is
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really talking about several matters. All of his poems may have several
interpretations. To illustrate this point, John Ciardi has written an
essay entitled "Robert Frost; The Way to the Poem." In the essay, he
analyzes Frost's "Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening." Convincingly,
Ciardi argues that Frost has used the snow falling on the woods symboli¬
cally. The snow falls on the woods on an extremely dark night. In this
use of falling snow. Frost has concealed the death-wish. As the man is
watching the falling snow in the deep, secluded woods, he longs for a
final place of rest and peace. The serene, peaceful woods give him this
feeling. On the other hand, the poem contains the idea of brotherhood/
The speaker stopped in the woods for a moment of happiness. This sug¬
gests that man has to turn to nature for happiness, for his fellow-man
is not around when he needs him. The speaker does, however, return to
the village, the symbol of all human society. By returning to the vil¬
lage, he returns to inevitable personal duties; he has "promises to
keep." This suggests man's obligations to other men.
Although Frost may be talking about several matters, his subject
is still, fundamentally, human relationships. To Frost, the fully human
life is most important.
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